


1

LATIN TRADE   SPECIAL REPORT

T
H

E
 D

IG
IT

A
L
 R

E
V

O
L
U

T
IO

N
 R

E
A

C
H

E
S

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
IE

S
 

E
auspices of the country’s largest student-loan 
servicer, government-owned Icetex. They discussed 
the challenges and opportunities their industry faces 
as the digital transformation of society accelerates. 
This report summarizes the conclusions of the 
workshop, in which Icetex partnered with Latin 
Trade and TalentoLab.
***
Higher education in Colombia is at a crossroads. 
Universities must quickly figure out how to adapt 
their programs to the country’s new economic 
and social realities, as well as to the deep digital 
changes that have impacted organizations 
around the world.   

To discuss the challenges to post-secondary 
education in this South American nation and 
to explore innovative solutions, Icetex, the 
government-owned institution that is the 
largest financier of university education in the 
country, joined TalentoLab to convene presi-
dents and representatives of the nation’s most 
important universities. More than 60 local and 
international experts presented their ideas at 
this workshop, moderated by Latin Trade.

Participants split into 12 discussion tables that 
identified challenges, opportunities, needs 
and their potential contributions in three 
general areas: How to strengthen education 
and training for the “Orange Economy” (cultural 
and creative industries), how to increase 
university enrollment and how to update 
curricula to meet industry needs.  

Attendees also explored new ways to finance 
education, discussed how to digitize the humanities 
and explored ways to link educational institutions 
with labor markets.

The following paragraphs contain the event’s 
main conclusions.

Manuel Acevedo, President ICETEX. 

 Mark Schneider, director of the Institute of Education Sciences of the United States
 Department of Education.

WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM SCHOOL 

Colombian higher education centers should closely follow and advise students who enter the system without the 
required academic skills or those who did not receive good counseling in choosing a career that would fulfil their 
personal interests. 

“If students come with low ‘Saber 11’ scores (national exams for students graduating from secondary education), 
schools and universities should jointly create strategies to support and strengthen their competences,” said Obdu-
lio Velásquez, president of Universidad de La Sabana.   

Participants in the discussion pointed out that lack of money and low academic results due to deficient skills or 
poor motivation are the main obstacles to access and persistence in higher education.

ducation experts and presidents of some the most 
important Colombian universities met under the



2

SPECIAL REPORT    LATIN TRADE

Participants discussed interesting new programs such as “The Empty chair,” in which students receive free 
post-secondary school admission when they use vacant classroom slots. To perpetuate a positive cycle, admitted 
pupils agree to give a portion of their salary to a university fund after graduation.

The director of the United States Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences, Mark Schneider, said 
that universities should make sure they understand the skills their staff are teaching students, and verify that 
those skills improve their lives and career paths. He also recommended that universities give equal weighing in 
the curriculum to cognitive, technical and social competencies. He also suggested that post-secondary schools 
should offer programs skills that are easily taught in short modules and have high potential to lead to jobs. 
Coding, marketing and social network management are some of the options he mentioned.

The president of Colombia, Iván Duque, embarked on a 
program to boost the “Orange Economy” – the cultural 
and creative industries, such as architecture, audiovisual 
arts, digital services, fashion, graphic design, industrial 
design, handcrafts, music and software development. 
Doing so should allow cultural industries and digital 
enterprises to generate new jobs, improve the quality of 
life of citizens and promote economic growth. This 
program presents several challenges for universities.

To start, students, faculty and administrators must 
develop new advanced skills and knowledge. “The Orange 
Economy requires sophisticated knowledge,” said Jerónimo 
Castro, director of Colfuturo, the largest private financier 
of graduate studies. “People [must acquire] specific skills 
to develop their creativity, to connect with world markets 
and to handle complex projects.”

At the same time, there is a need to spot and rescue the 
cultural wealth of regions, to transform it into solid 
business propositions. “What works in the Orange 
Economy are the authentic, the unique and the proprietary 
– that is, things that unequivocally belong to us and that 
can hardly be imitated or taken away,” said Gabriel Jaime 
Rico, president of Enercomex. “It is a matter of cultural 
self-appropriation.”

In this regard, participants proposed strengthening 
training programs in municipalities located far from the 
nation’s main urban centers. "Education in Colombia is 
not inclusive,” argued José Leonardo Valencia, president 
of Fundación Universitaria del Área Andina. “To make the 
country more competitive, we must search for cultural 
opportunities in each region. To do that we must form 
partnerships.” 

Some government institutions have the reach required to 
spread these programs and to scout for new cultural and 
digital opportunities. “The Army could be a connector and a 
mediator of opportunities across the whole country,” said 
Major Hernán Rodríguez, who is in charge of innovation in 
the Colombian army.
 

To take advantage of Colombia’s diversity of cultural 
expression, Valencia suggested using govern-
ment-provided infrastructure and training to boost 
these creative activities in remote regions.

Manuel González, dean of Social Communication 
and Journalism at Universidad de La Sabana, recommended 
the creation of a digital platform with information 
related to the creative and cultural industries. The 
platform, he added, should support ventures in this 
field. Along the same lines, Rico proposed establishing 
a permanent online “Collegiate Fair,” where universities 
would provide their students with a space to offer or 
present ideas or products.

Finally, Schneider stressed the importance of 
teaching “hard” skills, such as information systems 
and mathematics, to artists, cultural entrepreneurs 
and others in the humanities. His own research 
shows that it´s the best way to increase the productivity 
of these activities.

Data is underused. For example, the results of the Saber 11 
academic performance tests are almost solely used for 
university enrollment purposes. Government’s Servicio 
Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA) could mix this data with its 
own on analytics platforms, and induce firms to use it to 
perform more precise assessments of their job candidates.

Wasted data 

HOW TO “ORANGE“

THE ECONOMY

CULTURAL INDUSTRIES:

THE OPPORTUNITY
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The workshop also touched upon the always-salient 
problem of linking training and post-secondary education 
to the needs of firms and labor markets. 

Inter-American Development Bank´s innovation specialist, 
Fernando Vargas, suggested that universities should focus 
on two fronts: training the portion of the population that 
lacks digital knowledge or proper technological skills, and 
redefining and revamping engineering programs and 
engineering is taught.

Participants highlighted the fact that student retention 
and closer ties to labor markets can both be achieved by 
reducing the length of formal university study programs. 
Doing so allows students to quickly apply their acquired 
knowledge, but there are problems to implementation in 
Colombia. “Some universities cannot do this because their 
business models would be seriously affected,” argued 
Santiago Castro, president of Universidad La Gran Colombia. 
“In traditional universities, processes are slow.”

The executive director of the Fulbright Program in Colom-
bia, Adriana Gaviria, also mentioned the need for top 
managers at universities to stay away from politicized 
activities as much as possible, and to be more connected 
to the avant-garde of academia.

FINANCE, EDUCATION AND 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

LABOR-MARKET FOCUSED 

CURRICULA

Higher education financing is a complex problem. Colombia’s 
former minister of technology information and communica-
tions, Diego Molano, believes that universities should partner 
with financial institutions to learn from their experience at 
reaching poorer segments of society. “Education should look 
closely at what is happening in the financial sector,” he said. 
“Banks are reaching the bottom of the pyramid. Educators 
should follow the same path.” 

Universidad Campoalto stands out in novel education financing 
methods. Its students do not pay tuition. They sign an IOU in which 
they agree to pay “when they can.” Currently, more than 8,000 
students benefit from this payment model. To make this arrange-
ment financially viable, the university makes sure that students and 
firms are in closer contact, explained Andrés Angulo, Campoatlo’s 
president. 

Meanwhile, the vice president of means of payment at Banco 
Davivienda, Adriana Cárdenas, said that banks are willing to 
finance new tech-based ideas that come out of universities, 
provided they offer a high value to users.

The answer seems to be “no.” The president of Universidad 
La Gran Colombia, Santiago Castro, shared a study by The 
London School of Economics that looked at 78 countries, 
including Colombia. It shows that doubling the number of 
universities in these countries, would lead to GDP growth 
rate increases of 4.7% in five years. “If we doubled the 
number of universities, there would be more opportunities 
to do research and teaching. More universities also create 
more space for meritocracy and develop key competitive 
skills,” Castro said.

Time to close down universities?

Discussion about channeling donor resources to finance higher education.

Participants at the table that searched for ways to obtain foreign financing for local 
university students.

A view of the debate on how to get bank and non-bank funds to pay student
tuition.
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